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Lone Lurking




If you really want to know about cat life in the Backstreet
Badlands, sure, I have a few things to tell, if you can get your head around my mewspeak. But I’m warning you, it isn’t all
strolls and porch bowls. 


And definitely don’t expect some picnic in these howling lanes, let alone one with an unguarded hamper, drumsticks kicking down the cane walls, oozing sun-melted butter pools all flipping with freed sardines.


If you’re looking for that, come join me in my dreams. But
when we wake up, expect some living nightmares to make themselves acquainted.

Still, if you’re smart, steely and you’ve been raised to be more than some
loungeroom furcushion, cat life here is doable.


You might consider me living proof, at least for now. And
while my lives are still hunched and hissing, and before we go on, I should
probably introduce myself, and put a face to the name while I’m at
it.


You can call me Morty. I’ve also gone by many other names along the way, Scram Ratscrounger, Git Gutterlouse,
Skinde Scoundrel, just to list a few, along with various grunts, growls, screeches and screams that are a little difficult to pronounce. But it’s Morty if I can help it. 


And as for my appearance, I’m a blackcoat with a small white
forehead stripe, just like my mother. My eyes are of the copper type. I got
those from my father. And my right front paw has a white sock. My mother told
me I got that from stepping in a saucer of milk before my fur had set, but I
suspect I may have gotten that from dad, too. 


This main coat of mine is excellent for shadow work, as you
can imagine, though my pale sock used to give me some grief, sticking out like
that. For a while I tried to keep it muddy grey, until I learned how to cover
the weakness with skill alone. In the end, it might have even forced me to
become a better stalker.


Now, I’m not the biggest cat out there. At this point, I
don’t have my proper tom strength yet, as I’m not too far out of kittenhood. I
might come across quite wise to the world and all, but that’s just from dedicating myself in gutter school. It’s true we all grow fast out here, even moss on the mortar, and slime in the
drains, but that’s different to growing any kind of respectable brain, I’m afraid. Alley life doesn’t hand that out just for showing up on the cobbles.


Regarding my size issue, hopefully in the coming moons I’ll pack some more rats on
the bones. But generally I’m just trying to keep the meat I’ve got, which isn’t
as easy as it seems. 




Some people would say it’s a dog-eat-dog world. But that’s far too
simplistic and completely muttcentric. It’s actually more of a
cat-hate-dog-eat-dog-eat-cat-eat-cat-eat-bird&rat-eat-dead-dog type world.
And ants are in between, eating everyone and everything, then delivering the
meat deep into their sandy mines.


My mother told me early on, ‘Pleasantries are like house pets. They thrive in a cosy lounge, but take a mauling out in Gloom Town.’ 


Don’t believe it? Then have a look at even the most social
critters.


Pigeons will cuddle up like downy pillows, but the moment
one gets snagged on a talon and could use a mob, his feathered friends are
flying to the steeples. Even on a good day, toss crusts into a flock and it’ll
be one peck for the bread, one for the nearest head.


Stray dogs seem all about family, curled up in doorways for
the night. But come dawn, they’ll be snipping and snarling, chasing each other
out of town, or into skidding tyres.


As for people, you’ll see them in building dens laughing and hugging. Then a step beyond the door and they switch to
blank-faced silence, eyes ahead, not giving the time of day. 


They’ll be jammed against opposing bench ends, guarding
their pastries. They’ll hide their bald kittens out of sight in prams. They’ll
be wailing at motorcars or wailing from motorcars until even their motorcars
start bellowing. 


But I want to be clear. I’m not that desperate maggot you
see, lost without a warm, worming pack to writhe about with every moment of the
day, scared to get stranded on a rib strut. 


And unlike antfolk, I don’t need a clone colony rubbing
whiskers with me between bread crumbs, either.


I’m not the dog who goes whining out a front door when his
owner misses the first bus home.


I’m not that bawling lady flooding a drain with tears
after a kiss goodbye at the kerb.


I’m a lone lurker by trade and I like it like that. Solitude
is a close friend of mine, though actually more of a distant acquaintance, following me around in surly silence. Still, in his own strange way he’s probably helped keep me alive. 


See, I can’t have flocks or packs slowing me down, blowing my
cover, kicking me in their sleep and snoring my position away every night. 


And when I catch a meaty critter and settle down for a
munch, I don’t want to be stepping in line just to get my chops wet.


With a swarm of comrades rubbing shoulders all evening,
it’s likely all I’ll be catching for dinner is a dish of darting shadows.


But at the same time I’m not a lifeless fluff toy, happily left belly-up by the gate, buried in leaves and grime, shunned by every
passing lifeform and even the slimy nostrils of a leash hound.


Like any critter, I won’t turn down a little solidarity here
and there if I can find it, just a little salmon juice in the can, instead of
cold hard metal. 


I don’t need to walk off with a whole fish jammed in my
mouth, suffocating me to death and putting my jaw out. Just give me a little
lick of that tin and a left-behind fin and I’ll be on my way. 


But if only finding solidarity was as easy as finding fish
cans. And it’s even more elusive after dark. The insiders are cooped up in
their rooms. The flocks have stopped chattering. It’s lights out at Petshop
Lane. The streets have emptied their last dregs, leaving just a void to sooth
your yeows and murky walls to stroke your coat, as they echo back your
favourite fears. 


It’s true you won’t be entirely alone. The crooks
and crevices all fill with night critters. The hideouts come alive. But what you find there are creepers
and sneakers, killers and fleshmillers. And I’m one of them, another nasty
surprise in an inky corner, desperate to make it to sunrise still standing.


Solitude might be my safest sidekick, but
he’s about as comforting as a blanket of frost and as talkative as a dank hole.


And speaking of dank holes, now might be a good time to give
a tour of my place, at least the main den and broad lair layout. 





I live in a tight cobblestone alley, I wouldn’t say small,
but on the cosy side. 


Cosy isn’t a term I’d generally use for a neighbourhood this
gritty, every surface as hard as nails, cold winds charging the lanes and
slicing through your coat like a warm fang through butter. But my alley is
about as close to cosy as you can expect in these parts. 


And it’s true when night falls it can all darken up and
quieten down quite beautifully, I’m not kidding. The reason is that both
walls are blank brick, without doors or windows or busybody balconies. 


That means no door thumpers and shutter slammers and plate
clangers, no gossip droners or scream serenades, no raining objects clattering
the cobbles or rattling your backbones, and no porkskinned people kittens
crying through the night because they were born tooth-less and tail-less and
can’t even stand on their own clubbed feet. 


And believe me, there’s nothing more irritating than trying
to track a tender scurrier while some balcony fiddler numbs your ears with
their screeching arrangement of the Catfight Waltz. 


I don’t get any horses, trams or motorcars coming through,
either, which is an even bigger relief.

It’s not a true dead end, though. And
that’s important. You should never live in a place with only one exit. That’s
no way to survive. 


In this case, there’s a wooden fence sealing the alley end,
but I can leap up and over if I need to. And I can also slip into the hole in a
broken lower sidewall. 


Counting the entrance, that’s three escape routes in case of
dogpack invasion or tomcat strike. And it means I can sleep with just one ear
open day or night, and actually get some shuteye, knowing I always have an
excellent chance of evading a bloodied fate.


You’ll find me, though hopefully not, resting up in my
tartan-hide sofa den, which is deep within. 


It’s the one with the little cracked saucer beside the right flank, which I put there in case anyone wants to make a donation, even just a splash of milk, if you don’t mind. I
haven’t had any luck yet, but I catch some raindrops in it from time to time, which
is still handy.


Now my sofa is a little tatty and only has one main cushion.
But I don’t expect to plump-up enough to need a two seater, not the way I’m
going. And besides, I generally sleep underneath. See, I ripped a hole in the
back so I can get inside from there.


It’s far better than a normal dank hole in a building
because some very nasty stuff ends up in those kinds of cavities. Trust me, you
don’t even want to know, and neither did I. 


The worst my cave gets is a millipede infestation, which is
actually a convenient treat and means I can spend a little more time staying
in.


And when it’s time to head out, the beauty of my location is
that the park is just a lengthy chase away, Petshop Lane is a few-streets
stalk, and Carl’s butchershop is even in scent range on a windy day.


So that’s my alley lair. It’s not perfect by any means. For
instance, in winter the sofa leaks like a drooling jaw, grows a mould coat and
sags like some old hindwalker hat.


I get some gusts through here that will skin your eyeballs
if you don’t lid them fast enough.


And there’s a big old metal oil drum just down the wall a
bit, and when a downpour drums that thing it can drive you nuts. During hail surges the noise can get so violent that if I had no padding in the sofa, my
teeth would rattle right out of my gums, a fang a night, and before I knew it I’d be some duckface sifting pond mud for meals. 


Also, though the lengthy alley shadows shield me pretty well
from summer heatwaves, sometimes the sun can strike my sofa like a headlight on
the hide and bake it so long it’s like an oven inside. I have to sleep outside
or risk waking up a Sunday roast sparse on the stuffing.


So like I said, the alley living here isn’t perfect. But it could be
a lot worse, believe me.


I’m quite lucky to be lord of a lane this lurkable, and essentially vacant except for this one gritty kitty with the white paw.


There’s a big old spider, Spinster, who lives above the
fence, but she’s no trouble. And I get a few rodent invaders, but they’re
welcome and tend to be very temporary residents. 


Still, I like having the alley more or less to myself. I
insist on it, and have had to enforce that with a bit of screech’n’scratch work
too.


And even if I wanted some more company, like I said, just
look at the options out here. This town may be crawling with life, but there’s
a breath of death around every corner, the waft of pain from every drain. The
walls will spit down bricks. Even the bins will knock you down.


When I truly show the lay of the land, so to speak, the
kinds of ruthless brutes I’m locking eyes and ears with and often battle gear
too, you’ll see for yourself why any sane-minded critter would turn to lone
lurking out here, just by sheer necessity.
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Meowfolk


Let’s start with meowfolk. They might all crowd the same
footpath, line a water bowl, even share a craggy hole. But don’t be fooled. They’re
like people in a grocery queue, sharing the space, but not giving a rat’s rump
about one another. 


I’m telling you, not only wouldn’t a cat give a rat’s rump
to somebody else in a grocery line, it would steal that scrawny rump right from
under you, and you wouldn’t even be left with a measly tail tip for your
trouble.


With meowfolk it’s every archback for themselves, whether
you like it or not. It’s not just about circumstances, either. My mother told
me they barely associate with each other even in well-to-do circles, when their
snouts are eye-deep in porterhouse mince. They could share a fire all day long
and never say a word, dine from the same saucer and never touch a whisker.


Of course, last time I checked, I wasn’t living in a
penthouse. And I’m still waiting for the footpath trees to grow high enough to
get me in. 


So we won’t spend too much time on house meowers. You won’t
find any glorified furcushions out here, too lazy to clean cream off their own
noses, having it scraped and silver-spooned into their smarmy little mouths, if
they can even be bothered hinging their own jaws.


Stray society is something else.

It’s hostile,
heartbreaking, faceraking and for lack of a better word, feral. 


It’s slash and gnash, bite or flight, and hisses for kisses.

It’s about as safe as a nap in an intersection, as supportive as a termited
tree branch, as welcoming as a pile of ragtoothed bottles after a flip’n’fall
from a balcony break-in. 


Want to sign up? We do that in blood, with a bit of sailing
spit mixed in. And I don’t recommend it, especially after the sun flees the
scene.
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The Trouble with Toms


This tomcat Jarface shows what I’m talking about as good as
anyone. The first time I came across him, I was just a wild-eyed kitten, still
getting over the shock of stray life. 


That night, down a dreary lane lined with tall den buildings, I’d found my way inside a rubbish bin. Yes, on
purpose. It was toppled, but well loaded. We alley aces call that a den diner for one. 


It may not be the fanciest setting, but it’s indoor seating,
out of the rain, and often provides a good selection. They do tend to go out of
business pretty quick, though, so you learn to make the most of it while the place is still sideways. 


Well, there I was, busy putting dinner together from the
buffet. I’d already found myself the nightly special, a bubble-eyed fish head,
unsmoked, and secured it in the fangs. It was a great find. But I was still looking for the rest of that finback, being pretty ignorant regarding the butchery habits of people back then.


That’s when I heard the battle cries, vicious vreows and
yeows nearby.


Then crunch, a great lump collided into the rubbish bin, denting the side and sending the diner rolling. And I narrowly avoided getting my very own fish gill thanks to a serrated can lid buried in there. 


The fight then rebounded away. And I peered out of a gap at the wonky, splitting base of the bin.


Two tabby-coat toms were in deadly cat combat on the pavement just a
pounce away, one marmalade, one metal grey. Both had the stench of pure
ruthless rage, with a bit of carrion breath mixed in. 


The grey unleashed a decisive combination of bites and lashes, sending the marmalade scampering back. 


Then both stood breathing hard, but the marmalade looked
spent and defeated now, and as the grey pushed forward, edged
away. 


‘You want kittens,’ snarled the grey, ‘you best stop by
Petshop Lane. Coz you so much as wave your tail at anything with nine lives
and I’ll be using it to clean your guts out my teeth.’


The marmalade wavered, then fled.


And the grey chased some.


‘And tell your sister she can’t play coy forever!’ he
yelled.


I stayed real still and watched the victorious tom tabby turn back and pass
by with a powerful, cocky strut, quite proud of his night’s work.


And I was just about to return to my dinner preparation when his rugged striped head shot in front of the bin base, and a waft of foul
brutality streamed in, overcoming even the pungent rubbish itself. 


To my amazement, I now saw that his right eye was covered with an old
bronze jar lid, turning mottled green.


With a deep snarl, he ran around to the bin opening, and just as I came fleeing out, grabbed my neck
in his jaws and threw me onto the pavement beside a wall, the fish head flying out my
mouth.


‘Are you trying to ambush me?’ he said, backing me up to the bricks.


This tom tabby towered over, probably only twice my size,
but it felt much more. I swore his paws could have stretched slippers, and
those fangs were like hanging butcher blades. 


I hunched there, fighting off fear and trying not to ambush anyone, unable to take my
eyes off the jar lid stuck to his face. Being young and all, I wondered for a
moment whether his skullbox was actually a real jar, for storing mice or even
pigeon parts, like a portable pantry. The lid seemed stuck tight, but maybe it
actually did screw off.


‘What are you looking at!’ said Jarface.


‘You’ve got something in your eye there, mister,’ I said.


‘That is my eye!’ he said.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I suppose your mother must have swallowed the
lid just before you were born.’


That made him even angrier.


‘No, runt rat,’ he said. ‘I lost an eye in a vicious scrap,
caught by a lucky shot, and a backstreet vet fixed this up for me while I
recovered. The new one is fang and claw proof, so I decided to keep it.’


Looking closer now, I saw four thin leather straps buried in
his cheek and headfur, attached to another round his neck, a bit like what
horses wear, and these straps kept the new eye in place.


But I thought, this vet of his clearly didn’t know what he
was doing, probably some part-time enthusiast, because the hack forgot to even
poke a pupil. And if an eye can’t spy, it’s no better than a gaping hole in the
head. But I didn’t say anything. And I just sat there silently until this brute
left me alone.


‘Look at you kittens,’ said Jarface, ‘acting so innocent.
But you all grow up. Oh, you all grow up fast. One day you’ll be busting to
unzip my hide just like everyone else.’


‘I’ll probably just be busting to fill my belly,’ I said.


‘Really?’ he said. ‘That marmalade I just battered was the same
at your age. Now he’s got himself a decent set of blades, a few scratches to
his name and guess what? He thinks he can take what’s mine.’


‘I don’t think so, mister,’ I said. ‘I don’t even know what’s
yours.’


Jarface then grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, wrenched
me off my feet, and swung me around to take in a town panorama of grim night
haunts, dormant house dens high and low, dim-lit streets with dead-end detours, rowdy
lots and reclusive spots, all dotted with glowing lamps and growling chants,
bound in fume-smeared fog. 


Then he slung me back down, and I skidded and tumbled to a halt.


‘Everything is mine,’ he said, ‘this lane, this block, this
entire town, as far as my four gory paws can prowl.’


‘I thought people were in charge,’ I said.


‘Hindwalkers?’ he snarled. ‘You little fool. I simply allow
the porkskinned pests to burrow here. They provide food and mamma cats. If I
choose to, I could hunt down each and every one in their sleep, popping those
necks like fat frankfurters, then rounding up their liver paste and purring
quilt queens under guard, and if any househounds had something to bark about,
they’d find themselves going walkies out the window without a leash.’


I looked up at the scattered lightless windows, the
balconies cluttered with clothing and wavering plant-life.


Right up near the top was a cat silhouetted behind glowing glass, sitting perfectly still, looking down on us from that great height.


Even at that age I knew there was something wrong with
Jarface’s boast. Unless you were an insider, getting above the first floor or so was almost impossible and even the lowest dens had a lot of locks. There were a few other problems I felt the need to point out too.


‘But if you’re in charge,’ I said, ‘how come you don’t sleep in fancy house dens and ride
around in motorcars to expand your territory? And wouldn’t it be better to have people servants follow you around with a water mug and a can of kitty stew, just in case you get into some belly trouble?’


I’d scratched quite a few holes in his story right there, just with my innocent musings, and he wasn’t happy about it.


‘Why would I bother with any of that!’ he
said. ‘It all softens you into a soft-fanged furcushion. And before long the next in line will rip your gory stuffing right out.
There’s always someone plotting, biding their time, waiting for a moment of
weakness, and then reeooooowl!’


He aimed a vicious cat slap at my cheek, blades out, but I ducked and jumped back, taking only a scuff on the head, though slamming myself against brickwork in the process, all to this tabby tom’s amusement.


‘You have to stay on top of your game,’ he said. ‘There’s no
prize for second best, no prize but eternal rest.’


That last bit was almost poetic, but I think he probably
just heard it somewhere.


Jarface started looking around, on high alert.


And while he was staying on top of his game, I crept to the
side and reached for my fish head. But he noticed, sprang over and planted his
paw on the head. Then he hissed straight in my face and it felt like the fur
was being seared right off.


‘What did I just tell you, runt rat?’ he said. ‘Everything
you spy, sniff or even scoop an earful of is mine!’


‘But I spent all night searching for that,’ I said.


‘And it’s going to a good cause, don’t you worry,’ he said.


Then he gulped down the fish head in four mashing bites. And I
thought that was about the stupidest thing he could have done, because the eyes
were still good on it. If he was smart, he would have taken it to that vet
of his and had him stick one of the peepers in the empty socket under that lid. 


Maybe it wouldn’t quite match, and he’d be a bit fish-eyed on the one side, but it matched a whole lot better than some crusty old bronze.


And maybe it wouldn’t work quite as well as a cat eye for
seeing cat stuff, but I bet it would see great underwater. And that means when
you’re down at the park, you could stick your head in the pond and see exactly
where the fish were hiding. You have to admit, that would be pretty useful.


So after losing my den-diner special like that, I was feeling pretty devastated, knowing no other bins would be so generous that night, or for many nights after no doubt.


‘You best remember what you’ve seen today and spread the
word,’ said Jarface. ‘You tell your runt-rat friends and every other tom pretender
this is my town and a nine-life annihilation to anyone who opposes. Now take
your sad little puppy face back to mamma.’


I wasn’t in a position to argue back then, so I cut my
losses and headed off.


But then Jarface started following me all of a sudden.


‘Say, little one,’ he said in this creepy purr, ‘where is mamma? I’m not sure we’ve met.’


‘I live alone,’ I said.


‘Let’s check that shall we,’ he said.


And he strode up beside me and sniffed my coat.


‘You tell the truth,’ he said. ‘And lucky. Because if your
mamma had my kittens, I’d definitely snap your neck. Think I might still escort you home though, and see if the hindwalkers are leaving enough scraps for this poor little kitten.’


Fortunately for me, though, some she-cat mews sounded from a building den back behind us and Jarface finally left me alone, strutting off to investigate.


But there was no way I’d ever lead a scumtom like this anywhere
near my mother, let me tell you. I’d lead us both into the jaws of a hound army
just to avoid it. But it didn’t matter then. Because by that point I had no
mother. She’d been gone a long time.


I don’t remember it too well, but she got sick hunting so
hard to keep me growing and didn’t wake up one night. I kept trying to wake her
for a few days but she wouldn’t give even a whispered mew. And then people
finally dragged her away. I don’t want to go into it too much. She’s gone. And
that’s it.


But knowing she wore her lives out trying to keep me alive,
it’s meant I’ve tried even harder to keep going and survive this damn world, to
make sure I never surrender to these insidious streets, even when it’s the dead
of winter and rains are weighing down your fur, the winds howling down
your earscoops and rippling your hide like a pegged pillowcase, even when all
you’ve got for shelter is your half-flooded, frost-infested hole, and all
you’ve got to keep you going is a swab of bugs from an orphaned apple core and
the determined snarl on your face. 


iv


[image: Cat Looking Back]


My Cat Life Tally


Maybe you’re thinking I was lucky to get out of that tomcat
altercation with all nine lives. Some would even go claiming I used one up
there, facing Death in the jar-lidded face like that, just a helpless kitty and all.



But as far as I’m concerned, first, that’s giving Jarface
far too much credit, and second, I’d say I had the situation well under
control. 


Let’s face it. I didn’t walk away with anything worse than
some spittle on my neck scruff. Fouled? No question. And on the walk home, I
found the cleanest puddle I could to clear out the goo. But this was hardly a
death sentence. 


And if you want to know the tally as of now, with my lives
and all, well, up till recently I still had all nine. I’m not kidding.
Impressive, huh? 


Look, I’m a cautious, cunning customer. It’s not by
accident. Keeping all nine intact like that for so long, with the neighbours I
have, it’s something I’m quite proud of, to be honest.
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The Cat Gods


If it seemed strange I was so calm back there with Jarface,
it was because I wasn’t as alone and defenceless as I looked. And I’m not
talking about my little kitty cutters in their sheaths, or their big brothers
curving out my gums. 


Up above, you might remember, there was a feline silhouette in a window. Well, that wasn’t just any common meower of the town, having a
quiet evening spectating a tom battle or two. It was actually a Cat God. 


You heard that right.


Now, I’m not exactly sure where the truth lies here.
I’m not claiming to have all the answers, unless we’re talking mouse
management. 


See, this type of thing falls into the category of
feliosophy, which is just a fancy term for cat wisdom. And it’s a very deep
drain, the kind that just gets darker the further you go, until you come to a
metal grate and simply can’t go any further, at least until you’re starved enough
to squeeze through, but even then you only manage to slip your head past and are soon jammed at the ribs, floundering round like a rat in the jaws with
nowhere to turn.


I consider myself something of a feliosopher type, so I do
spend some time brooding on various matters, particularly during groom time in
my sofa den. But not brooding like a bird. Nothing is hatching under me and
squawking for grubs. I don’t know how anyone could have a proper think with
all that racket.


And so putting my mind to the Cat God question, I eventually came to
understand it like this. These silhouetted cats, high up in their glowing windows, high up near the heavens, are actually higher forms of felines looking
down on meowfolk, and watching over us even.


Now I want to make extra clear I’m not talking about any old Mr
Whiskers in a window, birdwatching with his snack bowl, streetsnooping or even stargazing for
that matter. Please don’t go worshipping every cat you look up at in a
building. The cats I’m describing are special and here is how you tell them
apart. 


They will only appear in the highest windows after dark,
sitting alone and striking a noble feline figure, and the bright glow behind
them will be the only light in the building. 


That’s how you will know a Cat God has appeared before you,
and that you’re one lucky feline for a night.


These are the most magnificent cats in all creation. And my
idea is that whenever they had the chance, they would try to look after cats
like me and my mother and other decent cats down below. 


Sure, they exist, decent cats, despite my grumbling, cats
just trying to sink their teeth into someone edible, fight the good fight
against a scumtom, survive another lunar cycle to strike a fence-top pose
against a full beaming moon and make that neighbourhood a more elegant place. 


I figure the Cat Gods would have the most excellent senses
and be able to locate prey everywhere. And then they could somehow mislead it
into the paths of those good cats I mentioned, to be caught for meowfolk meals.


I knew that because sometimes you’d catch something special,
and up above you’d see the telltale silhouette of a Cat God looking down, perfectly
still, perfectly aware, as if they knew exactly what was going to happen before
it did, the outcome of every hunt and the fate of every critter in the game.


And when this happened, I’d always make sure to gaze up and
acknowledge them for looking out for us, crying out a little thankful mew or
two. 


Why they don’t appear in daylight, I haven’t quite worked
out. It could be that there are simply too many hindwalkers about and they
don’t want to be spotted and mobbed by the maniacs. Or maybe they do appear,
but just in a place I haven’t discovered quite yet.


Now, they don’t just help with belly matters, these Cat
Gods. They also help with hounds and other hostiles in your midst. For instance, if they’re looking
down and can see a filthy pack of droolers about to turn down a street you were
on, they might step in, but while keeping dead still.


How, you ask? Well, they just organise it so a Cat God in
another block distracts the dogs with a bombing pot plant or mews of a lost
kitten, until you’re free and clear. 


Or maybe they’ll flush out some prey with a hiss on the wind
or swipe a kitchen morsel to the pavement to distract you, and spare a
mortal meower from walking into an impenetrable barkbeast barricade, all until
the drooldemons have passed on.


It might sound unbelievable, but I’m telling you, this type
of thing has happened to me many a time. 


Even back when I got robbed by Jarface, I realised later that those distracting she-cat mews were probably their work. It would have been nice if they’d timed it a little better so I didn’t lose my den-diner special, but it still got a threat off my tail, which is the main thing. Come to think of it, it’s also possible they knew the big catch I made was going to attract some even deadlier maulers on the way home, so allowed that robbery for my own good.


I still can’t really explain how Cat Gods have these powers. I told you, I’m no expert feliosopher, just a keen observer and a
back-alley muser. 


And maybe cat heads aren’t even designed to get the full
truth of the matter. Maybe our whiskers just aren’t quite sensitive enough yet
to receive a proper understanding of our surroundings, so to speak.


Even still, I’ve sure given it a go. Some quiet nights, when
the howls had faded and the motorcars went missing, when the belly had piped down, and
the scratches were scabbed over, I’d sit atop my sofa den after a long bath, gazing about the vast world engulfing me and really contemplating it all. 


And I’ve figured this Cat God system might be kind of like how
I could stand above a beetle and paw it around, control it somewhat, but not
fully. It would still scoot where it wanted. Beetles don’t like taking
orders from fourleggers. But I could affect its creepy-crawl life from up
above, by sending down this big old cat paw to nudge it here or there.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m a realist. You’re not going to get
carried by the neck scruff on a butchershop tour day and night. Obviously, there
are going to be unpleasant things that just have to happen for the world to
work.


For instance, it has to rain sometimes, so puddles form and
alley cats can parch their thirst, so gutters can wash you a soggy corpse and
the park pond can keep ducks afloat. 


And it even has to freeze sometimes, so numbed peoplepaws
spill their hot milk and bacon soup nearby, so hindwalkers bum-crash on the ice
and scatter their groceries, and so leftover stew starts cementing the bins.


But when it gets too much and the kitty critters down here
are suffering through too many nights, maybe then the Cat Gods might choose to
step in.


And it gave me quite a lot of solace, all this, especially
when I was young and my jaws could barely swing a stiff tin lid. 


Sometimes when the hunting was hopeless, you’d be looking up
to the buildings as you stalked along, in case that telltale noble silhouette
might show. You’d always have this comforting thought, at least the one, that any moment a window
would come aglow and a Cat God would appear to help.


And on the stormiest nights, the Cat Gods would often send signs, I came to realise. Those jagged lightning bolts that
look oddly like scratches, it isn’t for no reason. They’re almost certainly being caused by Cat Gods slashing their claws
across the night sky, tearing it so that morning light shone through early. It showed
their incredible power and as a bonus, also scared dogs half-dead.


Having Cat Gods around would obviously help us with
arguably the most important question of all, too, which is how meowfolk came to be. 


They actually simplify everything quite a lot, because the
most sensible answer is that in the beginning of it all, the Cat Gods filled
the world with their litters, to grace it with the feline form, the most
perfect of all critters. 


Suddenly every bland territory could be decorated with
meowfolk in all their varied poses and actions. The parks and ponds, buildings
inside and out, walltops and trees, and the cobbled maze of streets and lanes, they all came alive with cat.


Just a single feline paw print could ornament the muddiest
bank with its perfect proportions and a bunch of them could pattern kitchen tiles better than any hindwalker scribbles.

Even the shadows of the world
became more elegant, stretching with our sleek silhouettes, our curving tails,
and moving with fluidity they never knew before.

And our mews and purrs
sweetened the ugly sounds of the world, or warmed its creepy silence, like
meaty scents wafting through smoggy air. 


From there it gets pretty tricky, though, because you have
to explain why normal cats aren’t exactly the level of Cat Gods now. 


Well, one explanation would be that there’s been a lot of
interference since those first litters blessed the world’s territories. 


Being the most perfect critter design, it’s clear that cats
once had the world completely at their feet, but eventually all these assorted
weirdos showed up and caused a lot of problems. 


Every beast and his maker thought they’d try to outdo cats
and crowd the place. Some of these godforsaken things, I honestly don’t know
who put them together and it’s possible their gods actually did forsake them, running off after
making the weirdos, too embarrassed to be associated.


But unfortunately Cat Gods probably lost track of a lot of
kitties in the mayhem, especially when the hindwalkers started building their
crazy den-stacked towns sliced up with cobble mazes. 


And so then the new litters started arriving everywhere, the
litters from the original litters, then the litters from those, and some
weren’t quite up to scratch, which for some reason is just a fact of life when
you’re growing creatures down here. Things mess up. 


Look at plants, who don’t even have moving parts to worry
about and still can’t always get it right. You’ll see a rose in a yard that
normally sprouts perfect red flowers with ease and then one day a malformed
misfit will appear that disgraces the whole bunch and needs to be pruned off by
the grower and tossed away.


Well, it’s easy for the rose master there to just reach down
and clean things up, but with the critter mayhem I’m talking about, it wasn’t
so easy for the divine felines to clean their own coat of muck, so to speak. 


With that and all the negative influences and other troubles
and plagues, maybe cats just went more and more astray from their original
perfection.


That doesn’t mean we aren’t still the best critter design
around, just that maybe we were once even better. I suppose that’s kind of
depressing to think about, but with a bit of help from above, maybe we can claw
our way back to where we once were. 


Whether I’ve got all this right or wrong about the Cat Gods
and their ways, I’m not sure. But I don’t think I’m too far off. And with some
dedicated feliosophising, I might just have it sorted one day. Give me time,
I’m no bent-whiskered old Barney just yet.


vi
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Feminine Felines



But let’s get back to mortal meowers and their continuous
catfighting. It happens all over the place. It’s happening right now. No one is
friends. And anyone with a half-pricked set of ears knows the score. 


Of course it’s mainly tomcats doing the bite and swipe. But
there’s a whole other side to cats, the feminine one. And they don’t go
tumbling down quite as many staircases in furious battle, blood-curdling
screams cutting the night air, dropping five lives a week.


But don’t go thinking it’s like with people, where boys and
girls can socialise and everything is fine and dandy. Well, there are always a
few scratch-ups and pavement tumbles there, too, I’m not saying it doesn’t
happen. 


But with us you can’t even touch scent with a she cat let
alone groom her coat, unless you’ve fought for the right and won, even if
you’re not interested in her for kittening.


And that’s the problem with she cats. No matter how nice
they might seem, they’re extremely dangerous to be around. Just saying good
evening could be a matter of life and death, and turn that good evening bad
real quick.


Take the time I ran into Colleen down at the footbridge over
the park stream. I was still a good way off full size then, but no kitten either.

That night I’d been chasing this young bird and soon enough it had gotten stuck
in some rafters below the bridge. 


Colleen had been tracking it too and we both ended up under
there. She’s a bit older, a tan-patched whitecoat, green-eyed, and blessed with a good set of fur strands and a graceful swing to her tail. She gets quite a
few howdy mews around here, needless to say. 


So there we were, trying to work out how to get this bird
down. It was a young flapper who couldn’t properly flap. These ones might
seem easier to hunt, but sometimes they cause more headaches, being so unpredictable. Even they don’t know where they’re flying next, and always do peck-headed things like get wedged under bridges out of reach.


But look, I’m not going to get into a flapper-hunting
masterclass. It’ll take a lifetime, and you know how frugal I am with the lives
I’ve got.


Well, there me and Colleen lay alongside in stalk mode for some time,
while this birdie was scuffing its feathers up in the bridge frame, its little
beak trumpeting us deaf. 


Mum and dad weren’t heeding its calls, though. They’d
probably kicked him out the nest to get some shuteye. Unfortunately, he wasn’t
a crow, since the young are much more pork for the squawk, and removing them is
always doing the world a good deed. 


But anyway, as we bided our time, waiting for the bird’s
next move, out of nowhere came a rush of air, the crush of grass, and I’m
knocked off my feet and tumbling down the bank, getting punctured all over by
an anonymous attacker. 


For a tiny instant I thought I’d been ambushed by this young
bird’s flock here to save him. But then along with a nasty load of fangs, the cat scent struck me, a familiar foulness that must have been concealed by the
bad breeze angle. 


I got some swings in myself and managed to fight the foe off enough to get to my four feet, just before the water’s edge.


But I only had time to catch a flash of that green-lidded
eye before Jarface launched at me again and we wrestled right into the icy rapids.


That paused the battle briefly as we churned about,
scrambling to get out. Then we shook off on the bank, facing off again. 


That water must have been soaked with a whole winter, and it gave my wounds a second lashing. He’d fanged me
on the cheek and front shoulder. But don’t worry, I slashed some claws in deep.
I was no pushover, even at half size. He wasn’t showing it, but I knew he had a
few stings lighting up that hide of his. I wasn’t some trembling kitty any
more, lugging fish heads bigger than my own.


We circled each other, heads lowered, tails doing their
death dance.


‘Who do you think you are, hunting my girl!’ said Jarface.


‘What are you on about?’ I said. ‘We were just stalking the same bird. What do you think that sound is, a strangled leash hound!’


‘All that proves is it’s a dinner for two,’ he said, ‘and you
want her strong and healthy to bear your kittens. Well, go on and have your
kittens and see what happens to them. I’ll be feeding your kittens to my
kittens for breakfast, and tossing their heads for hounds to fetch.’


I spent a moment getting my head around that threat. I
wasn’t sure it was physically possible, because I thought proper kittens had
milk for breakfast, and getting the timing right birthing those litters seemed pretty impractical, but I didn’t want to extend this dialogue any more than I had to.


‘I didn’t realise you and her were an item,’ I said.


‘I’ll make it simple for you,’ he said. ‘I’m an item with
every she cat around here, whether they know it or not. So don’t even think about sifting whiskers, or I’ll crack your
skull like a flapper egg.’


By now the bird had dropped out from the rafters and Colleen
had nabbed it and was taking care of business. I deserved at least half of that
flapper since I’d chased it all the way under there. But it wasn’t worth going
over to get my share, with Colleen under scumtom, guard and all. 


I knew I could probably hold my own with Jarface for a
while. He was much bigger and had the battle experience, sure, but I had a
predatory arsenal just the same as his.

You really have to swallow your pride
and think of the big picture sometimes, though. I wasn’t truly ready for a catfight
of this magnitude. 


As it stood, I already had an aching cheek, and say he sunk
a second lucky fang in on the other side, suddenly I can’t tear gristle from bone for the week. A lapping tongue only takes you so far in life.


So I backed away and started walking off down the stream
bank.


‘That’s it, mittens, keep walking,’ said Jarface. ‘Go home
and play with your little yarn ball.’


I may be a level-headed feline, but I’m telling you, it was
hard to restrain myself. I was almost willing to go back and risk it all, just
to slash that grin off his scrappy mug, even if I ended up with a jar-lid eye
myself, or floating lifeless down that stream like a ditched kitty-head ragdoll. 


I looked back and saw Colleen trotting off with the bird,
face full of feathers, leaving a trail of drifting fluff.


And Jarface followed.


‘Stop denying our love,’ he was saying.


‘I’m not your little miss,’ she said. ‘And this flapper
ain’t for sharing.’


That made me feel a little satisfied at the time, seeing
Colleen knock him back like that, even though she didn’t deserve to get away
scratch-free with the fledgling. 


But my retreat definitely ate away at me, even if it was the
smarter option there and then from a pure survival logic point of view. It still
gnaws to this day, though, and I wonder whether all the eating away it’s done
isn’t actually worse than the bites I might have taken on the hide. Guess I’ll
never know.


But after having my night ruined by that scumtom, I spent
the rest of it, and many more after that, imagining every way he could be
butchered and stacked in Carl’s shop window.


That little episode should sum up the situation with alley
cats quite well, hopefully. In the end it’s quite simple.
They either want to steal your hard-earned belly filler or mangle your mug and
drown you in a park stream. And that’s when they’re feeling social.


vi
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Return to the Alley




When I woke, I was lying under the very park tree the Cat
God had climbed, tucked against the trunk. Night was still lurking and crawling
with clouds. 


I got to my feet, and really did feel full of lives again. I
had no broken bones in the furbag either. The Cat God had taken me down
carefully, that’s for sure.


My first instinct was to get back to my alley and make sure
everything was in order, that it was still actually mine, and that if it
wasn’t, there’d be some fangs and claws to answer to.


So I made my way out of the park. But as I was crossing the
bridge, I saw a duckfloater drifting towards and sticking itself in the reeds. 


And when I raced down to the bank and dragged that dead duck
out, at that very moment, lightning scratched the night fabric. And then I knew
that duckfloater was a parting gift and sent a little mew up to the heavens. 


No, it wasn’t you know who, but I’m not going to be
ungrateful for a fresh duckfloater, believe me. It wasn’t just a pleasant gift,
it was exactly what I needed too, since I wasn’t in the mood for rodent so soon
after that poisonous batch. 


While taking a little munch for the trip, though, I did
start kicking myself that I didn’t ask the Cat Gods for some clues to that mad
fish’s exact whereabouts before I left, or how to find the mysterious
flatflapper nest, come to think of it. 


Anyway, I had plenty of time to sort those problems out once
I got settled back in. And now I tucked that duck in my jaws and slipped
through the night best I could, lugging that load back to my alley.


When I arrived, the place all seemed to be in order, no
hounds, no toms, and Spinster calmly weaving her web above the fence. I was
still alley master.

And I did a final check in my sofa den to make sure it
hadn’t been snatched up, or loaded with Colleen’s kittens after all. But it was
empty. And I caught no scents from any strangers that might have moved in but
were currently out and about.


Then I noticed a remarkable thing. My little cracked saucer beside the sofa that had never once been filled with anything but
rainwater, was now loaded to the brim with creamy milk. 


Maybe it was some hindwalker who’d finally decided to give a donation for all the rodent control I was doing out here, but I think we
all know who was actually behind this second miracle of my homecoming. I now
had my own little Puddle of Lap, and probably filled from the real thing.


With the sofa still safely in my possession, I stuffed my
duckfloater inside, way up the back, out of reach from even the longest
drooldemon snout.


I have to admit, I was still a little annoyed about my life
tally. I don’t know any cat that wouldn’t be. I’d just found out I’d lost not
just one, but nearly all my lives. It was official, even if I still didn’t
entirely agree with all those losses. 


But I was blessed with a full set again, so I couldn’t
exactly moan and mew about it. And I told you before, I’m not a cheater, I have
my cat honour, and if I lose lives fair and square, I’ll call it. 


So what I did, for honesty’s sake, is I scratched seven more
notches on the wooden frame at my sofa den entrance, next to my notch from the Great Belly Plague. I tried to make them as neat and elegant as the scribe markings in the
Realm of Scratches, though I know they were a little cruder and didn’t tell
quite the same stories. But this collection now represented the eight lives I’d
truly lost. 


And even though the Cat Gods had given me my full set again,
these scratches would always remind me to live like I only had that single life left, fighting harder than ever to protect my perfect tally.


After marking my sofa like that, I felt I’d put things
straight, in a way. And I didn’t sit there scratching my eyes out about the
lost lives now. I sheathed my claws and put it all behind me. 


But I didn’t crawl inside and call it a night just yet. I hopped upon the sofa
armrest, and looked out upon the Backstreet Badlands, thinking about my next
stalking step. 


And maybe facing my own death had something to do with this, or those Tenth Life morsels had finally put enough meat on the Mort to get busy with more serious full-grown plans. But I started imagining how great it would be to have this
lair of mine loaded with my own little backstreet bandits, who I might teach
the ways of worthy meowfolk, and the habits of street crawlers and midnight
maulers. I would first need to find a worthy she cat, one of the betters, not
only with some grace in her tail, but maybe even some feliosophical
appreciation. 


And with that in mind I leaped off to begin my patrol, took
a tongue-swipe from my saucer, then slipped away in silence, melding into the
shadow work of these gloom-laced lanes.
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